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PREFACE

This practice administration aid is one in a series that addresses the administrative and operation aspects
of providing consulting services to clients within the environment of a CPA practice. These documents
will have value to those practitioners who manage or oversee the operations of a consulting practice.
These documents will also be useful to anyone providing these services as a CPA, whether a sole
practitioner or a partner or staff person in a single- or multiple-office CPA firm.
The information provided in this series may not be directly applicable in every circumstance because
the nature, organization, and operation of consulting services practices vary considerably. Professional
judgment should be used to apply the appropriate concepts or practices described in these documents to
match the administrative requirements of a specific consulting services practice.
These practice aids do not set authoritative binding standards or mandate certain practices.
However, consulting services are subject to the binding Statement on Standards for Consulting Services
(SSCS), and consulting services practice admnistration as discussed in these documents will include
quality control matters as well as practice management matters.
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SCOPE OF THIS PRACTICE AID
.01 Practitioners determine with their clients whether written or oral communication, or a
combination of both, is appropriate when a consulting service is completed. They may also
choose to provide a client with certain written materials, such as procedure descriptions, policy
manuals, system design documentation, job descriptions, policy manuals, system design
documentation, job descriptions, and survey data, as products of the engagement. Practitioners
may also include, exclude, or refer to such materials in any written report that communicates
engagement results.
.02 Practitioners are required to communicate engagement results to the client in compliance
with the Statement on Standards for Consulting Services No. 1—Consulting Services: Definitions
and Standards (SSCS). The SSCS states that the CPA should “Inform the client . . . [of]
significant engagement findings or events. This communication can be oral or in writing.”

W ritten Comm unication of Results
.03 Although communication with clients can be oral, practitioners usually have specific reasons
for communicating engagement results in writing. These reasons guide them in determining the
appropriate format and content for each situation. Written communication of results can be used
to—
•

Inform the client that all or part of the work has been completed and relate the work done
to the original client-practitioner understanding.

•

Document engagement
recommendations.

•

Recommend solutions or suggest further steps to be taken, if any.

•

Provide the client with engagement-related reference materials that can serve as a source
for further analysis, consideration, and action. Such materials might help clients who need
additional information about the engagement.

observations and

findings that support conclusions

and

¶ 3/125.03
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________

•

Provide an overall review of the project. When developing a written communication,
practitioners often review the engagement to determine that its objectives were met and that
enough facts support the conclusions and recommendations.

Types of Reports
.04 Written communications of results may vary significantly in purpose and format.
following are the three types of reports most commonly prepared by practitioners.

The

.05 Interim Report. Practitioners who need to communicate with the client during an
engagement generally use an interim report, which may, for example—
•

Clarify technical matters that the client does not understand or that the client and
practitioner have not agreed on.

•

Clarify the engagement scope or objectives if they change during the engagement or if the
practitioner determines that the original understanding needs further comment.

•

Communicate preliminary findings, conclusions, and recommended actions that the
practitioner chooses to bring to the client’s attention before completing the engagement.

•

Communicate progress or status, especially when an engagement is lengthy.

.06 The practitioner can strengthen an interim report by explaining its purpose, its value, and
its relationship to the final report or other interim reports.
.07 Completion Notification Letter. The completion notification letter generally describes
what the client asked the practitioner to do and documents the practitioner’s completion of the
assigned engagement tasks. The practitioner might use the completion notification letter when—
•

The client has already received most of the project products.

•

The engagement has involved a counseling relationship in which the discussions were
confidential and not to be documented in writing to the client.

.08 The practitioner may also choose to notify the client orally of project completion. In such
cases the practitioner may find it helpful to prepare a completion memo for the file.
.09 Form al Report. When written communication is appropriate, the practitioner prepares a
formal letter or report. While the particular client situation and the practitioner’s judgment
determine the exact content and organization of the letter or report, it might include the following
sections:

¶ 3/125.04
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•

Executive summary. If the engagement produces a lengthy report, the practitioner can use
an executive summary, which may include brief statements about the objectives and scope,
key findings and results, and significant conclusions and recommendations.

•

Introduction and background. A section providing an introduction and engagement
background gives the reader enough information to understand the engagement results,
conclusions, and recommendations.

•

Objectives o f the engagement. A description of the engagement’s objectives gives the
reader a basis for evaluating engagement findings and recommendations.

•

Scope and approach. The “Scope and Approach” section identifies any engagement
limitations or constraints. It can also describe the major tasks performed and the client’s
participation in them, as well as the specifics of data gathering, such as the number of
interviews conducted, the specific individuals interviewed, or a list of locations or facilities
visited, or of written materials reviewed or relied on.

•

Findings and observations. The practitioner may document engagement findings and
observations within the framework of the objectives and scope. They support report
conclusions and recommendations. For best results they are presented objectively in a
clear, concise, and constructive manner.

•

Conclusions and recommendations. Conclusions are the practitioner’s interpretation of the
evidence (findings) in relation to the engagement objectives. The practitioner uses these
conclusions, findings, and observations to formulate recommendations. Among other
things, recommendations may include a presentation of alternatives, suggested courses of
action, and implementation plans.

.10

An illustrative checklist to review letters or formal reports appears in appendix 3.

¶ 3/125.10
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APPENDIX 3
ILLUSTRATIVE CHECKLIST FOR REVIEWING
LETTERS AND FORMAL REPORTS

An illustrative checklist for reviewing a letter or formal report follows. Although reports vary depending
on the nature of the work, the style of the writer, and the audience, the checklist includes general items
to consider before delivering the document to the client.
The checklist is divided into two sections: content and format. The content questions apply to
substantive issues about the quality of the engagement work. The format questions deal with report
organization, presentation of exhibits and appendixes, and typography.
This illustrative checklist is not meant to be all-inclusive or to address every conceivable type of
consulting engagement. If a practitioner or firm has additional criteria, appropriate questions can be
added to an internally developed checklist. Moreover, some engagements might not provide written
reports, and other engagements might provide written communication in different formats, such as a
procedures manual or a bound compilation of computer printouts. In such cases, only a few of the
checklist questions may be applicable.

Yes
Content
1.

Does the report refer to the original understanding with the
client?

2.

Does the report need to include the following?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

3.

Introduction and background
Objectives
Scope and approach
Statement of compliance with the Statement on
Standards for Consulting Services No. 1
Acknowledgment of cooperation and client participation
Benefits
Limitations or constraints
Findings and observations
Conclusions and recommendations
Executive summary, if necessary

Where appropriate, does the report advise the client of critical
actions or implementation steps necessary to realize or
maintain engagement benefits?

No

Not
Applicable
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Yes

4.

Do the engagement products conform to the description
contained in the original understanding with the client?

5.

Were the major recommendations reviewed with client
personnel before the report was made final?

6.

If client personnel disagree with any major recommendations,
should their objections be noted?

7.

Does the report identify the data sources and their degree of
accuracy and reliability?

8.

Does the report contain sufficient facts for the client to
evaluate conclusions and recommendations?

9.

Were the expected benefits of each recommendation developed
with key client personnel and approved by appropriate
management staff?

10.

Have the assumptions upon which these benefits are based
been adequately documented?

11. Has a draft of this report been reviewed?
12.

Have technical terms been defined or explained?

13.

Are relevant positive findings or observations, as well as
negative ones, reported?

14.

Is the logic used in selecting the best alternative presented and
explained clearly?

15.

Are all the exhibits relevant to the report?

16.

Does the text of the report refer to all the exhibits?

17.

Are the exhibits easy to understand?

18.

Does the text of the report include key information from each
exhibit so that the reader need not continually refer to the
exhibits to understand the report?

19.

Are opinions clearly referred to as such?

20.

Is it clear that the firm is making recommendations and not
decisions for management?

No

Not
Applicable
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Yes

21.

Have inflammatory statements been avoided?

22.

Have terms such as will, certain, and determine been avoided?

23.

Are proper disclaimers and qualifiers used for—
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Audited statements prepared by a CPA?
Forecasts?
Unaudited data?
Outside data?
Report use and distribution?

24.

Does the report cite sources of information?

25.

Will a reader who has not participated in the engagement find
the report useful?

Format
1.

Is the report addressed to the correct individual (for example,
the addressee of the proposal or confirming letter or someone
designated by that individual)?

2.

Was an outline prepared and reviewed before the report was
written?

3.

Are all client names and titles spelled correctly?

4.

Is the report divided into sections that logically follow one
another and that facilitate reading?

5.

If statistical tabulations and other exhibits are numerous, are
they in a separate section at the end of the report?

6.

If there is an executive summary, does it precede the body of
the report or, alternatively, is it in a separate cover letter?

7.

Is the executive summary short and fully supported by the
findings and conclusions in the body of the report?

8.

If the report is lengthy or complex, does it contain a table of
contents?

9.

Are captions and headings used liberally to facilitate reading
and understanding?

No

Not
Applicable
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Yes

10.

Is one system of main heads, subheads, and sideheads used
consistently throughout the report?

11.

Has the report been reviewed for correctness in spelling,
grammar, and punctuation?

12.

Overall, does the report have a high professional quality,
demonstrated by the following?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

13.

Consistent and adequate margins
Centered tables and exhibits
Legible type that reproduces well
Numbered pages
Clean covers

Have enough reports been produced for distribution to all
appropriate client personnel?

No

Not
Applicable
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READER’S RESPONSES TO COMMUNICATING THE RESULTS OF CONSULTING SERVICES
ENGAGEM ENTS
Your assessment of this practice aid will help to ensure that future publications of the Management
Consulting Services Division will be valuable to practitioners. Please photocopy this questionnaire and
complete and mail or fax it to Editor/C oordinator, Management Consulting Services Division,
AICPA, H arborside Financial Center, 201 Plaza Three, Jersey City, N J 07311-3881, facsimile
number (201) 938-3345.
Thank you for your assistance.
1. How familiar were you with this subject before you read this practice aid?
0
1
2
3
4
5
Unfamiliar
Somewhat familiar
My area of expertise
2. How useful is the practice aid to your practice?
0
1
2
3
Not useful at all

4
5
Extremely useful

3. Is there additional information that you think should have been included or information that should
be modified in this practice aid? Y es____ No ____
If yes, please explain______________________________________________________________________

4. Do you think that an advanced level practice aid on this subject should be available?
Y e s ____ No ____
5. What other subjects would you like to see covered in Consulting Services Practice Aids?

6. How did you learn about the availability of this practice aid?
Received it as a member benefit ____
Other (please explain) __________________________________

Additional comments and suggestions

Name and address (optional)
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MANAGEMENT CONSULTING SERVICES MEMBERSHIP SECTION
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•
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consulting practice aids; practice administration aids; special reports; and other publications. Members
automatically receive each new practice aid and special report.

•
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